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Abstract: This study presents a systematic review of the impact of Industry 4.0, digitalization, and 
information systems on the procurement function with a focus on the Portuguese reality. Despite 
global trends emphasizing digital transformation and innovation, the procurement practices in 
Portugal seem to lag. The adoption of cutting-edge technologies and the comprehensive integration 
of digital solutions within the procurement and supply chain management sector are yet to 
materialize fully in the Portuguese SME context. The benefits and obstacles of these technologies in 
transitioning procurement into a more strategic role are analyzed. By examining existing literature, 
critical factors for organizations to consider when implementing these technologies and the 
potential benefits are identified. The results indicate that digitalization has resulted in a data-driven 
approach to procurement, with the aid of advanced analytics and artificial intelligence for decision-
making. Industry 4.0 has facilitated smarter factories, warehouses, and logistics operations with a 
focus on automation, connectivity, and real-time data. Procurement can more efficiently manage 
suppliers, track contracts, identify cost-saving opportunities, and increase sustainability with the 
aid of information systems. The study also highlights potential challenges for organizations. 
Overall, this study provides insightful findings on the role of digitalization in transforming 
procurement and the challenges and opportunities that organizations may face. 

Keywords: Procurement 4.0; digitalization; industry 4.0; supply chain management; information 
systems; smart industry; sustainable procurement 

Related SDGs: 4; 9; 17 
 

1. Introduction 

In an increasingly competitive and resource-constrained world, organizations face the 
imperative to attain a competitive edge, stand out, and create value. Achieving sustainability across 
economic, social, and environmental dimensions is crucial in navigating the challenges posed by the 
digital age and resource scarcity. To strike an ideal balance, leveraging technology's intrinsic 
advantages alongside sustainable practices emerges as a viable solution. 

Procurement, once confined to acquiring goods and services, has evolved into a strategic 
element for value creation. It now significantly influences the end-to-end processes of a company. 
Procurement professionals are entrusted with managing relationships with clients, suppliers, and 
other internal departments, shaping the overall effectiveness of these functions. Individuals in 
procurement roles carry the responsibility for decisions that impact on the company's supply and 
value chains. Therefore, agility in day-to-day operations and effective planning for short and long-
term tasks are essential. Achieving agility necessitates a well-organized database and standardized 
processes, recognizing the uniqueness of each supplier and client. Documentation and regular 
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updates of information related to them are imperative. This is where the role of information systems 
becomes pivotal, optimizing the management of information and knowledge, and facilitating rapid 
access to essential data for daily tasks and decision-making. 

The Portuguese landscape in the realm of procurement is currently distant from the 
advancements embodied by Procurement 4.0. Despite global trends emphasizing digital 
transformation and innovation, the procurement practices in Portugal seem to lag. The adoption of 
cutting-edge technologies and the comprehensive integration of digital solutions within the 
procurement and supply chain management sector are yet to materialize fully in the Portuguese 
Small and Medium-sized Enterprises, SME context. There is a discernible gap between the current 
state of procurement practices in Portugal and the transformative potential offered by Procurement 
4.0. 

The creation of new products and market entry hinges on a company's entire structure, with a 
spotlight on the pivotal role of procurement management and its interconnection with the Research 
and Development (R&D) department. However, the current macroeconomic uncertainty, coupled 
with soaring inflation, complicates market expectations management. Unpredictable consumer 
preferences and supplier availability make it challenging for companies to discern where to invest 
their focus in terms of markets, products, or services. 

The input data for procurement is sourced from the Research and Development (R&D) 
department. This implies that the R&D department provides critical information and insights that 
guide the procurement process. The collaboration between these two departments underscores the 
interdependence of innovation and acquisition processes within the company. Most of the time, the 
communication between these two departments is made through a primary Excel spreadsheet, where 
all the needs and respective response timings of each raw or packaging material are exposed, as well 
as much other information, so it is very easy to lose the thread in the middle of dozens of projects, 
especially when it comes to the traceability of samples that have no information in the system. 

Therefore, the research questions to be answered are briefly the following: 
• How can information be stored, organized, and followed up more efficiently? 
• In what way does a complete supplier qualification process contribute positively to the 

company's strategy? 
• How does the integration of Sustainable Procurement influence the creation of value for the 

company? 
The primary objective of this work is to describe, from the procurement point of view, the way 

to assess and identify shortcomings in the current process of monitoring and controlling the delivery 
of requested samples. The overarching goal is to pave the way for the digitalization of this process. 
Additionally, it aims to contribute to the establishment of a comprehensive supplier portfolio 
specifically tailored for the development of new products. 

2. Methodology 

The bibliography on which this work is based was extracted only from SCOPUS, one of the most 
comprehensive and widely used databases. During the process of researching for an academic paper, 
it is common to encounter a vast quantity of papers about the subject matter. The keywords 
“Procurement”, “Digitalization” and “Industry 4.0” (TITLE-ABS-KEY (procurement) AND 
(Digitalization) AND (Industry 4.0)) were the main basis of this research (In our research, there were 
scrutinized a total of 26 papers, out of which only 15 were deemed pertinent to the specific research 
project. While it may appear imperative to incorporate all 26 papers in the examination, this could 
cause needless diversions and detract from the main focal point of the research.  

By judiciously handpicking the most applicable papers, we were able to guarantee that this 
analysis was as directed and focused as possible, resulting in more significant and impactful research 
conclusions. It is crucial to acknowledge that excluding certain papers from the analysis is not a 
vulnerability, but instead a vital measure in ensuring that the research outcomes are comprehensive 
and pertinent to the research query. 

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org)  |  NOT PEER-REVIEWED  |  Posted: 5 March 2024                   doi:10.20944/preprints202403.0263.v1



 3 

 

According to [1] a case study seeks to describe, comprehend, predict, and/or control the subject 
of investigation, which may encompass processes, individuals, groups, organizations, cultures, and 
more. Case studies find extensive application in organizational studies and the broader social 
sciences domain, progressively earning greater confidence and perceived rigor. They stand out as 
one of the most prevalent forms of qualitative research, although they may not be inherently 
qualitative [2]. Conducting this type of research entails a comprehensive collection of information to 
ensure the most truthful construction of conclusions {3]. [4] suggests that information collection 
methods can include interviews, observation, analysis of archived records, and examination of 
written documents, among others. 

The following step involves the description of a case study based on on-site observation of the 
internship in the procurement department. In the context of this study, a unique Portuguese SME 
company was observed during an internship, representing a distinctive setting as only one company 
was the subject of investigation. The study meticulously analyzes the company's processes and its 
relationships with stakeholders, with particular attention to suppliers. Data collection for this study 
primarily relied on examples mentioned by [4], involving daily tasks, direct observations, and active 
engagement with company stakeholders. As an intern in the procurement department, active 
participation in the information flow process between procurement and R&D facilitated first-hand 
gathering of valuable information and insights. 

The last section presents a summary of the whole internship, addressing the final key 
conclusions, highlighting what are the main limitations of the study, and making suggestions for 
future interventions, to give possible resolutions for the deepest issues of the studied processes. 

3. Systematic Literature Review 

A systematic literature review thoroughly identifies, evaluates, and synthesizes existing 
research, ensuring rigorous and unbiased analysis. This method reveals gaps, assesses study quality, 
generates hypotheses, and establishes an evidence-based foundation for theory development, study 
design, and decision-making in various fields. 

The research field in the industry 4.0 domain has been growing exponentially in the last decade, 
and Procurement has been under the lens of the academic community lately since all the reviewed 
papers were published after 2018, showing interest in the topics regarding Procurement 4.0. In this 
segment, we will examine the current state of the literature, addressing topics such as the influence 
of the digital era on Procurement, its organizational significance, and the encountered obstacles. 

Unlike past industrial shifts, Industry 4.0 relies on integrating diverse knowledge and expertise, 
[5,6]. Challenges in digital solutions demand innovative approaches for designing, customizing, 
evaluating, and implementing them in the supplier-customer dynamic. Suppliers now offer 
sophisticated product-service-software systems enabled by digital technology. Artificial intelligence 
solutions driven by data analytics recommend optimal ways to enhance individual equipment and 
entire production lines. This trend, termed digital "servitization," signifies the shift towards smart 
systems that create and capture value through autonomous function, optimization, monitoring, or 
control, [7]. 

Digitalization's increasing attention is due to its potential impact on sustainable development 
goals, fostering efficiency and waste reduction through digital communication and information 
sharing. Digital enablers are crucial for organizational transformation, facilitating integration, data 
collection, analysis, and ensuring compliance, [8]. Distinguishing between digitization and 
digitalization is essential, as digitization involves replacing physical objects with digital versions, 
while digitalization creates new business models and transforms industries. The rapid development 
of digitalization has led industries to adopt digital technologies, enhancing supply chain and 
procurement processes. Academic research has focused on the potential of a more digital supply 
chain, emphasizing tools like the Internet of Things, artificial intelligence, cloud warehouses, big data, 
and blockchain technology to automate processes and add value, [9,10]. 

Procurement represents a very important part of the supply chain process since it has a direct 
impact on its entire performance, hence cautious management of this function results in a more fluid 
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and effective transfer of information. Most times, procurement refers to the process of acquiring 
external supplies, services, or construction, which can include buying, leasing, renting, or any other 
method. This encompasses all the responsibilities of procurement managers, including identifying, 
sourcing, accessing, and negotiating with suppliers, and managing external resources to meet the 
company's strategic objectives [11].  

However, according to [10] the Procurement Cycle involved:  
1) Identifying the need for a good or service 
2) Gaining approval and forwarding documentation to procurement. 
3) Sending a Request for Quotation to Suppliers. 
4) Receiving supplier responses (with possible negotiation); 
5) Selecting a supplier and creating a Purchase Order (PO); 
6) Authorizing and sending the PO to the supplier. 
7) Delivering and inspecting the goods and services. 
8) Receiving the supplier's invoice. 
9) Approving the invoice for payment (or pending); 
10) Conducting a post-contract review of the purchase. 

To enhance strategic alignment in service procurement, the focus should shift from mere cost 
reduction to emphasizing value contribution. Evaluating potential suppliers during the contracting 
process based on alignment with the sourcing strategy, digital capabilities, and adherence to 
sustainability standards is a valuable approach, [12]. 

Digital transformation necessitates essential connections, networks, and rapid innovation cycles 
[4]. Procurement is set for substantial progress, evolving into a central focus for the entire firm by 
leveraging Industry 4.0 technologies and integrating creativity into the business model, thus raising 
questions about effective integration and strategic formulation [7]. It provides an opportunity for 
procurement to enhance its standing within the company's network. This shift is set to elevate the 
strategic importance of procurement, introducing Procurement 4.0 with real-time availability and 
digitalization. Growing interest in Industry 4.0 technologies signals leveraging tools like Big Data 
analysis, the Internet of Things, and blockchain to enhance procurement functions, fostering greater 
efficiency [13]. 

Industry 4.0 yields benefits for procurement by enhancing inventory management, developing 
remote-control systems, and improving in-house communication. Online inventory management 
automates orders during low inventories, boosting efficiency and reducing costs through in-house 
communication. This leads to faster order processing, enhanced inventory management, and 
optimization, supported by virtual reality training. Industry 4.0 systems and the digital environment 
simplify raw material monitoring, enabling automatic briefings on inventory ratios [11]. Addressing 
intangible and uncertain factors in digital solutions often demands alternative approaches in 
designing, customizing, evaluating, and implementing offerings within the supplier-customer 
relationship [10]. Suppliers now provide sophisticated product-service-software systems enabled by 
digital technology, tailored for specific customer outcomes. 

1) ERP Systems 

According to [13], an Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) system holds a critical strategic role 
in centralizing an enterprise's operational data and facilitating its use in decision-making processes. 
Nevertheless, granting external access to this internal system for data-sharing purposes may expose 
the enterprise to considerable information security risks. However, following the implementation of 
Blockchain, access to ERP system data and monitoring permissions can be restricted to authorized 
users only. This is one of the main-stream solutions for Supply Chains and Procurement processes 
[6,12]. 
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2) AI  

The term AI, a concept existing for six decades, refers to machines mimicking human behavior 
and communication, often associated with robots, and termed machine learning, [10]. Particularly 
effective for precision and speed, AI, especially in the form of software robots, is gaining traction in 
procurement. IBM and Deloitte, for instance, utilize robotic process automation, redirecting focus 
from repetitive, time-critical, and rule-based tasks. Advanced techniques like text mining, data 
analysis, and interactive communication bots enhance supplier identification and selection, making 
processes more efficient and boosting the number of considered suppliers. Analyzing past quotations 
with AI streamlines the preparation of quotation requests [15, 16]. 

3) Blockchain 

The centralization of an enterprise's operational data through an ERP system is crucial for 
informed decision-making but can pose information security issues when externally accessed for data 
sharing. Blockchain integration restricts ERP system data access to authorized users, enhancing 
security by monitoring access. However, recent research suggests limited information exchange 
through blockchain, emphasizing the continued use of email. It's vital to recognize that blockchain is 
best used as a digital ledger for transaction-related information, while other data, like budgeting and 
service providers, should be stored separately. High personnel costs and upfront payments are 
barriers for SMEs adopting digital technologies, hindering progress due to limited spending on 
tangible investments and challenges in securing bank loans for digitalization initiatives compared to 
tangible asset investments [6, 7, 13, 17]. 

4). Sustainability 

The concepts of digital transformation and sustainability - encompassing environmental, 
economic, and social aspects - are interconnected and mutually beneficial, since it can make the 
implementation of a variety of sustainability initiatives easier, for example, the selection of 
environmentally friendly materials and components, and product design based on circular economy 
principles, to reduce waste and minimize the use of new resources [17]. 

The ongoing discussion surrounding Industry 4.0 is compelling decision-makers to consider the 
necessary measures for aligning their procurement processes with sustainable and digitally driven 
competitive advantages since there has been a growing emphasis on "greenness" as a novel way for 
companies to enhance their competitiveness and performance, which involves adhering to new 
regulations and societal concerns surrounding environmental sustainability [7]. Furthermore, digital 
technologies enable effective monitoring of raw materials and production facilities, resulting in 
substantial improvements in performance and resource consumption, as well as reductions in waste 
and CO2 emissions.  

As part of our research, we delved into an analysis of keyword frequency. This was done to 
identify any anomalies and patterns within each area, Figure 2. Our examination of pertinent 
keyword clusters was aided by the utilization of VOSviewer software. The main clusters and 
keywords of the present research are very clear “Industry 4.0”, “Supply Chain Management”, 
“Procurement”, “Procurement 4.0” and “digital technologies” are some of the most present keywords 
of this bibliographic analysis. However, the “indirect and direct material” can be considered an 
outlier of this database summary.  
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Figure 2. Occurrence of Keywords and Clusters. 

In essence, digitalization serves as a valuable tool for achieving sustainability goals across 
various domains.  

4. Case Study 

During an 8-month internship in the Procurement department, a distinctive Portuguese SME 
company became the sole focus of the investigation, offering a unique setting. The study meticulously 
examines the company's processes and its interactions with stakeholders, emphasizing a special focus 
on suppliers' evaluation methods, the maturity level of enterprise adoption and integration of digital 
technologies and practices into its operations, and the challenges to overcome to achieve the next 
level of digitalization. 

To achieve these general objectives, first, it was identified the current information systems and 
digital tools for the workflow between research and development (R&D) and procurement. Then the 
analysis of the current supplier's qualification process was done, making a practical application of a 
different decision-making method, studying the existing criteria in this filtering, and suggesting new 
approaches that could add value to the organization. These two processes are related, insofar as poor 
information management from the R&D department does not allow procurement to make considered 
and solid decisions. 

It is relevant to clarify that (depending on the organization) procurement and purchasing might 
not be the same thing. In this company, procurement does not issue purchase orders (POs) due to a 
policy that separates the negotiation and approval roles. The procurement agent handles activities 
outlined in the "purchase requisition" stage, but other stages are not within the department's 
responsibilities. 

Most of the factory requirements are generated automatically by Material Requirements 
Planning (MRP), which means that usually no purchase requisitions are made since most of the POs 
are automated. In R&D it is different because the projects often involve unique or specialized 
requirements that cannot be standardized in the same way as materials and services for the main 
production process. This means that procurement must be proactive, think strategically, and be ready 
for last-call changes, which usually happen in R&D projects. 

When all materials and documentation are gathered, the prototype of the final product is finally 
built, and submitted for approval. In case of approval, the project is added to the Innovative Product 
Solutions (IPS) projects folder in R&D’s share drive. The last phase is mainly for internal and external 
tests, and if everything goes well, industrial trials are made, and final production happens in the main 
factory plant. 

It was not necessary to be in contact with this reality for very long to understand that there is a 
set of variables to consider when faced with the collaboration between R&D and procurement. 

Firstly, there is a clear problem with the information management of R&D, since every need, 
report, and feedback, is done through a giant Excel spreadsheet. As the number of tasks and team 
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members grows, this Excel file cannot handle large and complex projects since it is not scalable. 
Because improved cooperation, accuracy, visibility, and scalability are essential for successful project 
management, the adoption of other digital solutions are a preferable choice. 

Secondly, on the procurement side, there is the responsibility to pre-qualify and carefully select 
the suppliers that will be contacted to supply the materials needed for R&D, considering that the 
needed quantities of both raw and packaging materials are small, meaning that the ideal is that the 
chosen suppliers should be open to supply small quantities, but should also have enough capacity to 
supply large quantities in case some project is approved and escalated to factory production. 
Therefore, it is necessary to understand the process of qualification and selection of suppliers, as well 
as the optimal supplier portfolio for R&D purposes. 

This process would work perfectly if the requested sample flow were reduced. However, given 
the high volume of procurement requests, asked within a short period, it becomes challenging to 
properly handle each sample request. All the information is gathered from the Excel spreadsheet, 
and all follow-up is conducted via e-mail. Therefore, orders are occasionally forgotten, leading to 
delays and a lack of feedback from suppliers. Sometimes, samples arrive at the warehouse without 
sufficient information to identify their origin, which leads to delays in product development and 
raises questions to the suppliers regarding the shipment of the specific samples, creating a negative 
impression of the company, for lack of organization. 

After carefully reviewing and correcting some data from the Excel spreadsheet used by R&D, it 
is possible to draw some conclusions about the main problems and their causes. 

To be able to effectively summarize the measurable problems, some Key Performance Indicators 
(KPI) were chosen, based on the available information from the Excel Spreadsheet. The indicators 
should reflect, not totally but in some way, the inefficiency of the current sample order process. On 
the other hand, it also helps to visualize, for example, which suppliers collaborate more with the R&D 
team. Most KPIs are calculated only based on raw materials, to catch the main flaws of the actual tool, 
since packaging materials have fewer requests, and fewer people using the spreadsheet, which makes 
this category more manageable in terms of data. 

Indicators show that, as foreseen before, the main gaps in the process mainly appear because of 
the poor information management tool, rushing project management, and a high volume of requests 
for the identified procurement categories. 

5. Conclusions 

One of the most important parts of supply chain management is, without any doubt, the process 
of Procurement, which has a direct impact on an organization's profitability and competitiveness. In 
just over a decade, Industry 4.0 has been a subject of high attention, and nowadays the evolution of 
all processes relies on this concept, being Procurement 4.0 one of them. It appeared, and turned the 
old concept upside down, since new solutions like IoT, Big Data, AI, and Blockchain have the 
potential to transform the whole process, saving time and money (which in companies happens to be 
the same thing), and being capable to do the traceability of all data. 

The internship experience for a young manager allowed understanding from a real sample 
request process, the tools and processes used by research and procurement departments in a real 
environment. The identified problems highlight the importance of information systems in 
streamlining high flows of information and improving overall efficiency. 

Also, as suppliers are key to procurement, the qualification process was identified as a potential 
driver of value creation, being, therefore, carefully analyzed. For an ordered overview of the main 
topics, the initial three questions must be answered. 

Some of the main issues that are common in a regular procurement process, mostly based on 
manual intervention, are inefficacy, lack of transparency, limited access to supplier data, and risk 
management. Most of these problems are resolved by auto-mated Procurement processes, centralized 
databases for many activities, and supplier information, as well as software that can identify risks 
among supply chain disruptions, compliance issues, and contracts. However, some barriers make 
these digital solutions not straightforwardly adopted, such as high costs, lack of technical expertise, 

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org)  |  NOT PEER-REVIEWED  |  Posted: 5 March 2024                   doi:10.20944/preprints202403.0263.v1



 8 

 

and resistance to change. Also, to implement, e.g., Blockchain, one must be aware not only of its 
benefits but also its potential drawbacks, since it is a complex technology that requires high levels of 
expertise. In addition, it requires that customers and suppliers also adopt the same technology, so 
technology adoptions, like any other change in a company, must be well-studied regarding the 
business structure and context. 

Something that also needs to be taken into consideration is that, unlike other operational 
departments from the Supply Chain (where digitalization can effectively replace almost all human 
intervention), Procurement deals directly with people, such as customers and suppliers, with whom 
it is beneficial to establish close, complicit, and cordial relationships. Therefore, it is necessary to find 
a balance between digital tools and human contact, which remains essential for the Procurement 
department. 

The key to adding value to the procurement functions resides in the astute management and 
perpetual categorization of suppliers. Given that procurement chiefly collaborates with suppliers, the 
act of discerning the appropriate ones assumes paramount significance in amplifying the overall 
efficacy of the procurement journey. 

Despite global trends emphasizing digital transformation and innovation, the procurement 
practices in Portugal seem to lag. The adoption of cutting-edge technologies and the comprehensive 
integration of digital solutions within the procurement and supply chain management sector are yet 
to materialize fully in the Portuguese SME context. 
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